We use data from the 20001 General Social Survey to identify the effects of family background variables -such as parents' educations, province of residence, immigration
INTRODUCTION
This paper contributes to a research area that has attracted a considerable amount of interest in Canada in the last five years: the impact of family background on educational attainment. We extend the literature in a number of ways.
First, whereas most other studies have used the percentage of 18-21 or 18-24 year-olds enrolled in post-secondary institutions as their dependent variable, (see Hoy et. al., 2001 , Knighton and Mirza, 2002 , and Corak et. al., 2004 our data set -drawn from the 2001 General Social Survey -provides information about the educational attainment of 30-39 year-olds. This allows us to obtain a more accurate measure of highest level of education completed.
Second, whereas other studies have been able to distinguish only between enrolled or not-enrolled at a post-secondary institution (Hoy et. al., 2001, Knighton and Mirzs, 2002, and Corak et. al.) or have employed only the number of years of education attained (de Broucker and Lavallee, 2000) , we are able to distinguish among five different levels of education, from "did not complete high school" to "completed university." This allows us to investigate the determinants of most of the types of education that are available to Canadians.
Third, we have a richer source of information about the education levels of parents -five different levels for each parent -than has been available to previous researchers.
Finally, our data allow us to test for the impact of parental divorce and separation on a child's education.
DATA
We rely upon the 2001 General Social Survey (Cycle 15), conducted by Statistics Canada using a mail-in questionnaire of 2.8% of the regular census enumeration population, with the exception of residents of the Yukon, Northwest Territories, and Nunavut.
As we wish to investigate the impact of family background on current decisions concerning educational attainment, we restrict our analysis to respondents who were between the ages of 30 and 39 at the time of the survey. The resulting data set includes information on most of the variables that have been used in the existing literature -such as parental education level, religion, whether the respondent is an only child or lived with both parents, and numerous controls for schooling and age. For the purposes of our paper, controls for region of residence at birth, size of municipality, and language are also incorporated. Table 1 presents a complete list of variables used, along with their means and standard deviations. For the purposes of our analysis, the categorical variables for the five levels of parental education were transformed into dummy variables, in which "parents with less than high school education" acted as the reference term. Dummy variables for region of residence at birth and language were also constructed, leaving English-speaking, Ontarioborn individuals as our base group. In addition, the rural population and no religion variables as additional base groups. Any missing values encountered in this study from "not stated" or "don't know" answers were set to the means from the non-missing terms for those variables, rather than omitting these individuals from the sample entirely.
STATISTICAL TECHNIQUE
As our dependent variable, educational attainment, is expressed as a set of five levels, in which each outcome can be considered to constitute an "advancement" on its predecessor 1 , we used an ordered probit model to conduct our statistical tests. The ordered probit model follows the general linear form:
where Y* is the unobserved latent variable. Since we are specifically interested in predicting the educational attainment of the respondent, which is a discrete number (one through five), we first determined where the predicted values lay within "cutoff values."
The cutoff points as well as the coefficients in the regression were estimated using the maximum likelihood technique. Table 2 reports the cutoff points, based on the exogenous characteristics. 
1.522 δ 4 1.370 Pr (College or trade) = Pr (δ 3 < Xβ + ε < δ 4 ) Pr (University) = Pr (δ 4 < Xβ + ε < δ 5 ) Once we had our estimated cutoff points, the predicted probabilities of the respondent lying in each of the five education levels could be obtained given a set of values for the exogenous characteristics, setting all other variables to their means. For instance, our data could be used to predict the probabilities of attaining the five levels of schooling, based on our significant variables: parental education, whether they lived with both parents until age 15, and the population of the community in which they lived at age 15. Tables 4a and 4b provide a detailed view of the impact of parental education on the respondent's educational attainment. It is seen there that, particularly among males, the probability of completing the two "middle" levels of education -"some university or college" or "college/trade school" -is not strongly influenced by parental education. For example, the probability of completing college or a trade varies only from 28 percent (parents with less than high school or with university) to 34 percent (all other parents) for males and from 25 percent to 36 percent for females; and the probability of completing some college or university varies from 6 percent to 14 percent among males and from 4 percent to 15 percent among females (with much smaller ranges if university educated parents are omitted).
STATISTICAL FINDINGS

Parents' education
At the "tails" of the distribution, however, parental education is much more important. When both parents have less than high school, for example, the probability that the child will complete high school or less is 42 percent for females (26 percent high school plus 16 percent less than high school) and is 45 percent for males; whereas when both parents have university educations, these probabilities fall to 4 and 6 percent, respectively. Conversely, the probability that children will obtain university education rises from 13 percent (for both males and females), when both parents have less than high school, to 67 percent for females and 59 percent for males, when both parents have university degrees.
Furthermore, a one step change at the "tails" can have a dramatic effect on educational attainment. Whereas the probability that males would complete high school or less was 45 percent when their parents both had less than high school, that probability fell to only 26 percent when their parents had completed high school. And whereas the probability that females would complete university was 67 percent when both parents had also completed university, that percentage fell to 42 percent when both parents had college degrees or trade certificates. It is important to note that the child's educational attainment is influenced by the education of both parents. At most levels of education, an increase in the mother's education has virtually the same effect on the child's educational attainment as does an increase in the father's education.
Finally, in Tables 5a and 5b , we report the percentage of parents who had each level of education, given the education level of the other parent -5a is the percentage of mothers who had a particular education level, given the education of the father; while 5b
is the percentage of fathers who had a particular education level, given the education of the mother. For example, in our sample, of the fathers with less than high school, 63 percent were married to women who also had less than high school and 5 percent were married to women who had university degrees. 
Lived with both parents
We were also able to use the regression reported in Table 3 to predict the effect that living with both parents had on individuals' educational attainments. These predictions are reported in Table 6 . There it is seen that, although living with both parents has a statistically significant effect on the child's educational achievement, for practical purposes the impact is small. In particular, among both males and females, those who lived with both their parents were approximately 6 percent less likely to drop out of school before completing high school and 9 percent more likely to complete university than were those who lived with only one parent. 2 2 Our finding, that parents' marital status had a relatively weak effect on children's educational attainments, is consistent with previous findings in the literature. See, for example, Boggess (1998) , Lang and Zagorsky (2000) , Corak (2001) , and Fronstin et. al. (2001) . 
Urban/rural
Finally, Table 7 indicates that population of the area of residence makes very little difference to the educational decisions of females and has an important effect on the decisions of males only in very large cities, where males are approximately 10 percent more likely to attend university than are residents of smaller areas. 
CONCLUSION
Our results confirm earlier researchers' findings, that in the prediction of the child's educational attainment, virtually the only factor that is of importance is the education of the parents. Most importantly, the children of parents with less than high school education are much less likely to proceed beyond high school than are the children of parents at other educational levels. And the children of parents with university degrees are much more likely to complete university themselves than are the children of parents with lesser education.
